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Abstract. The main trend of the elite public policy since the second half of the 80-ies 

of the last century is the democratization of public life and development of civil soci-

ety in Russia. Its implementation is associated with the design and introduction of a 

set of mechanisms that determine the relationship between the individual and social 

institutions of various levels and functional purpose. One such mechanism is civilian 

oversight over authorities. Ideologues of democracy believe that it allows to improve 

the efficiency of the power structures and minimize their deviation. The changes that 

are currently taking place in Russia make a significant adjustment to the behavior 

patterns characteristic of Russian citizens. In connection with the new understanding 

of the role of the citizen, the development of institutions of governmental authority 

and local self-government, there is a real need to find some new approaches to defin-

ing the essence of the concept of civilian oversight. This is especially important be-

cause most existing concepts cannot explain, why Russian people even with external 

promotion of civilian oversight are extremely reluctant to participate in it. In this re-

gard, we believe it is important to examine not only the technological component of 

civilian oversight, but also the motivational and estimation component that can be 

made explicit by the inducement of people to it, underpinned by commonality of val-

ues and interests of municipal community and willingness to cooperate.  

Keywords: local self-government; civilian oversight; justice; consolidation; self-

organization; civic engagement. 
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Аннотация. Идея демократизации общественной жизни и формирования 

гражданского общества в России, начиная со второй половины 80-х годов про-

шлого столетия, является основным трендом проводимой элитой государ-

ственной политики. Реализация ее сопряжена с конструированием и внедрени-

ем в практику комплекса механизмов, определяющих взаимоотношения лично-

сти и социальных институтов различного уровня и функционального предна-
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значения. Одним из таких механизмов выступает гражданский контроль за дея-

тельностью власти, позволяющий, как полагают идеологи демократии, повы-

сить эффективность властных структур и минимизировать их девиации. Изме-

нения, происходящие в настоящее время в России, вносят существенную кор-

ректировку в характерные для российских граждан модели поведения. В связи 

с новым пониманием роли гражданина, развитием институтов государственной 

власти и местного самоуправления возникает реальная необходимость поиска 

новых подходов к определению сущности понятия ―гражданский контроль‖. 

Это особенно важно потому, что большинство существующих концепций не 

могут объяснить, почему даже при внешнем стимулировании гражданского 

контроля население России крайне неохотно в нем участвует. В данной связи 

нам представляется важным изучить не только технологическую составляю-

щую гражданского контроля, но и мотивационно-оценочную, которая раскры-

вается через наличие у населения побуждения к нему, подкрепленного общно-

стью ценностей и интересов муниципального сообщества и готовностью к вза-

имодействию. 

Ключевые слова: местное самоуправление; гражданский контроль; справед-

ливость; консолидация; самоорганизация; гражданская активность. 

 

Introduction. The issue of civilian 

oversight over authorities was enough de-

signed in Russian and western scientific prac-

tices. However, owing to the new understand-

ing of the role of the citizen, the development 

of institutions of the governmental authority 

and local self-government, there is a real need 

to find some new approaches to defining the 

essence of the concept of civilian oversight. 

This is especially important because most ex-

isting concepts could not explain why Russian 

people even with external promotion of civil-

ian oversight extremely reluctant to be a party 

to it.  

We associate the answer to this and 

some other questions with the interpretation 

of civilian oversight in the context of the so-

cial capital theory. Our view is that in the 

broadest sense, civilian oversight can be de-

scribed as "a situational practice", through a 

specific territorial and social space with its 

political, social, cultural and historical fea-

tures [2, p. 51].  

Therefore, civilian oversight as a kind 

of social practice is always specific, influ-

enced by existing conditions, public interest 

and a social code of conduct formed through-

out history. Beyond the latter factor, it is im-

possible to understand the evolution of ideas 

and practices of civilian control extrapolated 

to Russian conditions. This factor is a major 

difference of Russia with the countries of Eu-

ropean civilization, and the essence of this 

difference can be reduced to three main posi-

tions. Firstly, in Russia, in fact, practices of 

individual civic engagement and civil control 

were never developed. Secondly, cases where 

society tried to have a controlling impact on 

the power (in so doing mainly on the local 

authorities), are associated with collective 

forms of this activity, either peasant commu-

nity in pre-revolutionary Russia or working 

collectives of the Soviet era. The elements of 

civilian control (it was absent in Russia as a 

system phenomenon) were understood and 

allowed only in the context of relying on 

―other people‖, as a result of the collective 

interactions and collective citizens‘ action. 

Thirdly, (this is crucial) the controlling impact 

in most cases was based on the appeal to the 

values of justice and not to the act, which is 

not typical for Western culture [4].  

Thus, "civilian oversight" in relation to 

the Russian social and cultural space can be 

defined as a technology for implementation of 

social capital of citizens, aiming at independ-

ent evaluation of complex of managerial prac-

tices in terms of their compliance with the val-

ues and the public interest, implemented by 

associations of citizens and communities [4].  
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The proposed definition emphasizes that 

only if implemented collectively, in coopera-

tion, civilian oversight in Russia (at least so 

far) can be filled with truly real content. In 

turn, the main cause of the lack of willingness 

to civilian oversight is the lack of social capi-

tal or its significant deformation. By the de-

formation of social capital, we mean its for-

mation on antisocial manner (for example, 

social capital of kleptocracy or other criminal 

networks). 

Of course, changes that are currently 

taking place in Russia make a significant ad-

justment in typical patterns of behavior of 

Russian citizens. A growing trend implies in-

dividually oriented and rationally motivated 

actions particularly typical for young people. 

As rightly pointed out by E.A. Chernykh, 

"among modern Russian youth, as evidenced 

by the results of the sociological research, a 

proper identification of oneself and one‘s in-

terests with society are not shaped, that, in 

turn, raises a consumer attitude to society, 

without a developed sense of social responsi-

bility and citizenship. A significant part of the 

youth identifies its "citizenship" only with 

formal affiliation to the state" [3]. In this con-

text, it is permissible to talk about differentia-

tion of the foundations of civilian oversight 

and strengthening its dualism. 

Thus, in considering civilian oversight 

as a network mechanism of practical imple-

mentation of social capital, we believe that 

due to the nature of social capital, a factor of 

culture, mentality, i.e. an axiological aspect, 

play a crucial role in its implementation. 

It should be noted that the concept of 

"citizen" underlies the notion of "civilian con-

trol", and in many ways defines its essence, 

separates it from other similar concepts. Thus, 

in our view, the citizens could be more useful-

ly discussed as "agents" of civilian oversight, 

rather than as subjects. P. Bourdieu, in this 

regard, stresses that "the concept of "subject" 

is used in the widespread perceptions of 

"models", "structures", "rules", when the re-

searcher seemed to take an objectivistic view, 

considering the subject as a puppet which is 

managed by the structure and is deprived of 

its own activity. In this case the subject is 

considered as the one who implements a con-

scious focused practice, obeying a specific 

rule‖. However, Bourdieu's agents "are not 

automata, structured like a clock in accord-

ance with the laws of mechanics that they did 

not know. The agents have policies – peculiar 

systems of practices, driven by a goal, but not 

guided deliberately by this goal" [2]. 

In this regard, it is important to examine 

not only the technological component of civil-

ian oversight, but also the motivational and 

estimation component. 

The main content. Civilian oversight 

at the local level is characterized by a certain 

degree of dualism. It is primarily in that, on 

the one hand, the need for civil oversight is 

felt by citizens (as shown by the results of the 

study ―Diagnostics of consolidation potential 

of the values of justice in the implementation 

of civilian control in the practice of local self-

government‖ held by a team of young scien-

tists of Belgorod State National Research 

University in 2017 (N = 1000), 73.35 % of 

respondents are convinced of the need for the 

oversight by the population over activities of 

the local government), on the other hand, 

50.00 % of inhabitants of municipalities 

acknowledge their unwillingness to partici-

pate in its implementation. Many managers 

and municipal employees are not ready to 

introduce mechanisms of civil oversight in 

their management activities, that does not al-

low to turn it into a system and efficient or-

ganization. 

Assessment of the population's readi-

ness to implement the civilian oversight at the 

local level was carried out by us with the use 

of several criteria: a normative and value-

based criterion, a criterion of feedback,  

as well as a motivational and estimation  

criterion. 

The motivational and estimation crite-

rion requires identifying the specificity of the 

perception of civilian control as a viable 

technology, a desire to participate in it; the 

motives for participation and preferred forms. 

The usefulness of its allocation is determined 

by the fact that only in the presence of the 
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motivations behind people goes to real action 

in the control. The motivation is usually 

closely related to the assessment of supervi-

sory practices. 

The motivational and estimation com-

ponent of civilian oversight can be made ex-

plicit by the inducement of people to it, un-

derpinned by commonality of values and in-

terests of municipal community and willing-

ness to cooperate. 

The results of the author's study show 

only 8.58 % of respondents to the question 

"would you like to participate in the monitor-

ing authority at the level of your city (town, 

village)?" answered "definitely yes". Much 

more, namely 20.03 % of the people in Bel-

gorod are not willing to participate in moni-

toring activities, and selected answer "defi-

nitely not." Thus, a third of the surveyed citi-

zens express the extreme position, while 

more than 50 % of respondents selected such 

options as "more likely than not (29.33 % re-

spectively) and "probably would not" 

(30.62 % respectively). Note, these answers 

are not unequivocal, but suggest that under 

certain conditions, and with a ratio of motive, 

value and goal sets, an individual is ready to 

participate in monitoring activities. 

In order to identify a differentiated and 

to some extent real picture of the motivation 

of the population to civilian oversight, it is 

advisable to separate the groups of respond-

ents according to their degree of activity and 

focus on such activity in relation to the inter-

ests of society as a whole. To do this, we se-

lect several types of motives: 

– selfish (aimed at solving their own 

problems and implementation of private in-

terests); 

– societal (aimed at solving social prob-

lems, the protection of the rights and interests 

of the local community); 

– corporate (aimed at lobbying and pro-

tecting the interests of narrow professional or 

business communities). 

The study has revealed that the popula-

tion's desire to exercise civilian oversight 

over the activities of local authorities is pri-

marily explained by such motives as: chang-

ing to a better life in their town (township or 

village) (52.87 %), the desire to solve an is-

sue citizen is interested in, to defend their 

rights and interests (41.00 %); the desire to 

feel responsible for what happens in a town, 

locality (36.78 %). For 22.22 % of respond-

ents, the desire to exercise civilian oversight 

is expressed by the need to express their citi-

zenship. 19.54 % claim that they are simply 

interested in monitoring the process, and for 

15.33 % of respondents the primary motive 

for oversight over authorities is an attempt to 

exercise influence. Thus, formally the socie-

tal motives prevail, but the paradox of the 

modern development of Russia is that these 

motives again remain predominant in the 

field of abstract intentions. In practice, they 

can be turned into individualistic attitudes 

and orientation, being implemented almost 

exclusively in the private sphere, which is 

determined by the exclusion of the people 

from most social institutions and, conse-

quently, low trust to these institutions. The 

exclusion creates a significant obstacle to ra-

tionally reasoned civic participation. In these 

circumstances, it becomes theoretically pos-

sible only on irrational (quasi-ideologic) ba-

sis. However, due to the fact that almost all 

ideologies in modern Russia are discredited, 

this option seems unlikely.  

Despite the formal priority of the socie-

tal motivation, there currently prevails the 

situational egoistic motivation to participate 

in civilian oversight, expressed in manifesta-

tions of a non-systemic, chaotic and situa-

tional civil activity of individuals, small 

groups, or administratively constructed struc-

tures
1
. The first model has both positive (lack 

of personal commitment and agreements lim-

                                                 
1
 One such structure is the Russian people's front, 

a coalition of social forces that share values. It 

includes associations and organizations represent-

ing people of different social status. There is now 

a positive experience of the work of the front, as-

sociated with the examination of regulations, the 

budget analysis, etc. However, despite the positive 

experience of civilian participation, cannot be ig-

nored, that it is created by the authorities. 
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iting choice) and negative outcomes, as the 

potential of an individual at the lower levels 

of the social hierarchy, as a rule, is less than 

the potential of a team. The second model in 

most cases represents the imitation of control, 

since it applies only to the administratively 

allowed objects with predictable results. 

However, the motivation for civil activ-

ity (both in public life and in addressing is-

sues of local importance) significantly de-

pends on the expected results, on the availa-

bility of real leverage to the people. A con-

crete result of these efforts should be visible 

for participants of civil control in form of de-

veloped, adopted, implemented solutions that 

correspond to their views, above all, to the 

perception of fairness. Otherwise people will 

find plenty of reasons to justify their passivity 

[9]. 

The main reasons for refusal to partici-

pate in civilian oversight, according to re-

spondents, are the lack of time (36.93 %), the 

lack of clarity about the content of civilian 

oversight (23.01 %), the lack of interest in 

public life (16.48 %). Note that for 4.26 % of 

respondents the reason for refusal to partici-

pate in the implementation of civilian over-

sight was the fact that they have already taken 

part in it, but it turned out to be unproductive.  

In general, the definition of "antimo-

tives" by citizens can be adequately applied 

to the overall situation. As noted by 

E. Markvart: "today, we can clearly say that 

in Russia there was developed a very peculiar 

system, which can be described as "self-

government without self-organization". Ex-

planations of this situation are always rough-

ly the same and are reduced to finding the 

growing "tycoonization" of local government, 

its service to the interests of local elites", ra-

ther than citizens. [8] "the current system of 

the local government in the Russian province 

allows its actors to focus not only on achiev-

ing public interest goals, but also successfully 

implement their personal and/or corporate 

interests. The latter motive is hardly the most 

common in the space of municipal policies 

that have a wide range of possibilities of us-

ing official position and/or relationships with 

carriers of public authority for personal gain" 

[6]. The consequence of this situation is the 

growing alienation of local authorities from 

citizens. According to the inquiry conducted 

by the Institute for Sociology of the Russian 

Academy of Sciences "Civilian activism: new 

actors of the socio-political action" conducted 

in January 2014, the vast majority of Rus-

sians, and in completely different types of 

settlements – 75-85% – agree that the popula-

tion of their region, city, town is unable to 

influence the decisions made by the authority 

on issues of importance to them.   

However, this is only one side of the 

case, obvious enough, and described many 

times. Much rarer, researchers wonder 

whether the citizens themselves need to ad-

dress development issues and problems of its 

locality, whether they possess sufficient in-

formation about the "problem areas" of their 

territories, under what conditions and in what 

forms they are ready to be included in the 

process of solving local problems [7].  

If we look at these figures from a pure-

ly formal side, the main explanation for the 

refusal to participate in civilian control is the 

lack of knowledge about its forms and meth-

ods, or confidence in their futility. However, 

in the context of the above analysis, the axio-

logical foundations of civilian control have a 

reason to believe that participation is not val-

uable, activism does not fit into the value se-

mantic concept of the citizen of Belgorod, 

and that is what makes citizens reluctant to 

participate in monitoring practices, or to sim-

ulate the participation under the influence of 

external circumstances [4].  

The conviction of citizens that they 

cannot change anything by engaging them-

selves in various forms of civic activism and 

a lack of real-world examples of effective 

civilian oversight are significant barriers in 

the process of turning capacity civic engage-

ment into specific civil actions. The low daily 

involvement of citizens in public life (and 

this be one of the results of social transfor-

mations in Russia) is increasingly the result 

of their "rational choice": If the socio-

political activity is not tangible or the career 
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benefits are low, this activity is excluded 

from their lives. For this reason, this activity 

does not receive proper development and it 

uses the forms of social activity operating on 

a permanent basis: trade unions, parties, Ter-

ritorial Self-Governments, Condominium 

Partnerships, charities, communities of inter-

est, and recreational associations.   

Conclusions. Thus, the motivational 

and estimation component is one of the most 

important and complex development indica-

tors of civilian oversight system. The difficul-

ty lies primarily in the fact that, on the one 

hand, there is a real need and public interest 

in civil control, with different conditions, to 

facilitate the integration of citizens in the 

community of varying degrees of formaliza-

tion. Moreover, usually the situationally-

selfish motivation is the predominant type of 

motivation of citizens. As R. Dahl rightly 

points out, it is much clearer to citizens what 

it is useful and beneficial for them than for 

society as a whole. That results in incentives 

for acting in their own interests are stronger 

than motives for acting for the public good. If 

citizens realize their own interests, natural 

egoism will inevitably push them to act in 

such a way as to ensure these interests. If 

some of the citizens believe that their own 

interests are in conflict with the interests of 

society as a whole, then their desire to pro-

mote these interests will be severely under-

mined. Altruistic behavior is always provided 

with more difficulty than actions in personal 

interests [5]. 

But in Russia, in the minds of the ma-

jority of the population a commitment to val-

ue-rational behavior is manifested, and this, 

on the one hand, creates a barrier to participa-

tion in civilian oversight under the borrowed 

in the West concept of its rational organiza-

tion. On the other hand, since inertia trail in-

creasingly fades, the societal motivation to 

participate is dropping.  
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